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English	  Assessment:	  4000-­‐level	  courses	  
Fall	  2012	  –	  Spring	  2013	  
Background	  
In	  2012-­‐13,	  the	  English	  department	  assessed	  our	  4000-­‐level	  classes—seminar-­‐style	  courses	  
aimed	  primarily	  at	  English	  majors.	  	  Our	  goal	  for	  4000-­‐level	  classes	  is	  to	  provide	  a	  capstone	  
experience	  to	  the	  major	  by	  asking	  students	  to	  pursue	  intensive	  research	  projects	  in	  a	  focused	  
seminar	  setting	  and	  present	  their	  work	  at	  a	  public	  symposium.	  	  	  
In	  the	  previous	  year,	  our	  assessment	  focused	  on	  3000-­‐level	  courses	  because	  anecdotal	  
evidence	  from	  both	  students	  and	  faculty	  suggested	  that	  students	  feel	  overwhelmed	  by	  and	  
underprepared	  for	  the	  demands	  of	  our	  4000-­‐level	  courses,	  particularly	  the	  required	  research	  
paper.	  	  This	  year,	  we	  wanted	  to	  see	  if	  we	  are	  better	  preparing	  our	  students	  for	  the	  4000-­‐level	  
research	  paper	  and–if	  not—determine	  what	  we	  can	  do	  better	  to	  prepare	  them.	  	  	  
Objectives	  and	  Methods	  
Broadly	  speaking,	  our	  assessment	  of	  these	  courses	  had	  two	  objectives:	  
1. Determine	  whether	  these	  courses,	  which	  vary	  considerably	  in	  focus,	  are	  reasonably	  
consistent	  in	  terms	  of	  expectations,	  workload,	  types	  of	  assignments,	  exposure	  to	  
academic	  discourse,	  and	  writing	  instruction.	  
2. Determine	  whether	  students’	  written	  work	  demonstrates	  an	  appropriate	  facility	  with	  
analysis,	  argumentation,	  and	  disciplinary	  writing	  conventions;	  identify	  any	  consistent	  
problems	  in	  student	  writing	  at	  this	  level.	  
We	  addressed	  the	  first	  of	  these	  objectives	  by	  comparing	  syllabi	  of	  the	  three	  4000-­‐level	  classes	  
offered	  during	  the	  2012-­‐13	  academic	  year	  and	  the	  second	  by	  examining	  outstanding	  and	  
average	  samples	  of	  student	  writing.	  	  We	  further	  assessed	  students’	  own	  sense	  of	  preparedness	  
through	  the	  indirect	  assessment	  method	  of	  informal	  surveys	  at	  the	  beginning	  of	  two	  of	  the	  
seminars	  and	  at	  the	  end	  of	  one	  of	  them.	  	  
Analysis	  
Beginning-­‐of-­‐the-­‐semester	  surveys	  suggest	  that	  most	  students	  feel	  they	  have	  been	  adequately	  
prepared	  for	  the	  senior	  seminar;	  they	  have	  had	  previous	  experience	  with	  the	  MLA	  Bibliography,	  
written	  at	  least	  one	  English	  research	  paper	  at	  UMM,	  written	  papers	  of	  eight	  pages	  or	  longer,	  
used	  interlibrary	  loan,	  consulted	  secondary	  sources,	  and	  put	  together	  annotated	  bibliographies.	  	  	  
Yet	  syllabi	  demonstrate	  that	  there	  were	  some	  significant	  differences	  between	  the	  sections	  
regarding	  strategies	  for	  engaging	  secondary	  sources.	  	  One	  class	  had	  student	  meetings	  every	  
other	  week	  during	  the	  course	  of	  the	  semester	  in	  order	  to	  work	  with	  students	  on	  engaging	  and	  
using	  secondary	  sources,	  while	  another	  class	  had	  students	  do	  an	  annotated	  bibliography.	  	  
Based	  on	  the	  final	  papers,	  there	  seems	  to	  be	  no	  discernible	  difference	  in	  the	  quality	  of	  the	  
writing.	  	  But	  perhaps	  we	  should	  have	  a	  conversation	  about	  consistency	  from	  one	  class	  to	  the	  
next.	  	  Or	  maybe	  we	  should	  talk	  about	  the	  value	  of	  having	  different	  approaches.	  	  	  
There	  were	  only	  two	  things	  about	  which	  a	  few	  students	  felt	  less	  prepared:	  fewer	  had	  
experience	  with	  public	  presentations	  and	  at	  least	  a	  few	  shared	  concerns	  about	  their	  
competence	  in	  engaging	  and	  negotiating	  multiple	  sources	  in	  writing.	  	  Should	  we	  do	  more	  of	  
these	  activities	  in	  the	  3000-­‐level	  courses?	  	  Or,	  are	  these	  two	  things	  which	  make	  4000-­‐level	  
courses	  different	  from	  3000-­‐level	  courses?	  
Assessment	  of	  the	  submitted	  essays	  focused	  on	  thesis,	  introduction,	  conclusion,	  organization,	  
use	  of	  quotes,	  analysis	  of	  quotes,	  formatting	  of	  quotes	  and	  citations,	  use	  of	  secondary	  
materials,	  and	  originality.	  	  	  In	  most	  cases,	  the	  better	  papers	  from	  each	  class	  handled	  these	  
elements	  well.	  	  The	  “average”	  papers	  had	  problems	  ranging	  over	  the	  whole	  spectrum,	  though	  
not	  all	  showed	  the	  same	  problems:	  	  the	  most	  problematic	  are	  unclear	  thesis,	  introduction	  not	  
purposeful,	  shaky	  organization,	  progressing	  by	  accumulation	  or	  association,	  quotes	  not	  
carefully	  or	  fully	  analyzed,	  secondary	  sources	  not	  smoothly	  integrated.	  	  Our	  assessment	  of	  the	  
3000-­‐level	  classes	  in	  2011-­‐12	  suggested	  that	  we	  need	  to	  pay	  more	  attention	  to	  writing	  in	  the	  
3000	  level	  classes	  and	  to	  work	  on	  the	  elements	  listed	  above	  so	  as	  to	  better	  prepare	  students	  
for	  the	  research	  seminar.	  	  Our	  guess	  is	  that	  there	  hasn’t	  been	  enough	  time	  yet	  for	  these	  
changes	  to	  be	  incorporated	  at	  the	  3000-­‐level	  such	  that	  the	  impact	  can	  be	  seen	  in	  4000-­‐level	  
work.	  	  We	  also	  suspect	  that	  some	  students	  are	  more	  motivated	  than	  others	  and	  that	  some	  are	  
simply	  better	  than	  others	  at	  this	  kind	  of	  analysis.	  	  	  
The	  surveys	  indicate	  satisfaction	  with	  the	  thematic	  focus	  of	  the	  seminars,	  comfort	  with	  the	  
level	  of	  intellectual	  demands,	  a	  sense	  of	  having	  furthered	  mastery	  of	  literary	  analysis,	  and	  a	  
belief	  that	  the	  experience	  was	  useful	  as	  a	  capstone	  for	  the	  English	  Major.	  	  Overall	  satisfaction	  
was	  relatively	  high.	  
Outcomes	  
On	  the	  whole,	  students	  and	  professors	  are	  pleased	  with	  the	  senior	  seminars.	  	  Based	  on	  our	  
analysis,	  we	  do	  not	  see	  a	  need	  for	  any	  immediate	  changes	  to	  the	  4000-­‐level	  seminars,	  but	  we	  
do	  suggest	  a	  discipline	  conversation	  about	  the	  following:	  
1. Do	  we	  want	  more	  consistency?	  	  Or,	  are	  we	  comfortable	  about	  the	  diverse	  approaches	  
to	  achieving	  the	  same	  pedagogical	  objectives?	  	  	  
2. What	  are	  the	  benefits	  of	  having	  bi-­‐weekly	  meetings	  about	  secondary	  sources	  versus	  
having	  students	  do	  an	  annotated	  bibliography?	  	  	  
3. Should	  students	  be	  doing	  more	  pre-­‐symposium	  presentations	  in	  the	  seminar	  or	  in	  other	  
coursework?	  	  In	  other	  words,	  should	  we	  require	  students	  to	  do	  more	  oral	  presentations	  
at	  the	  3000-­‐level	  in	  preparation	  for	  the	  senior	  seminar?	  	  Or,	  is	  this	  something	  we	  want	  
to	  work	  on	  primarily	  if	  not	  exclusively	  in	  the	  small	  4000-­‐level	  courses?	  	  
